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HOUSING &
TRANSPORTATION

affordability in grand rapids and kent county

A report from the Grand Rapids Area Coalition to End Homelessness
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In 2004, the Grand Rapids community came together and
decided that homelessness would no longer be a way of life
for our residents. Over 600 people responded to the call for
a new set of priorities for how Grand Rapids would prevent
homelessness, re-house those in the midst of crisis, and
transform the housing system.
This group created the 10-year Vision to End
Homelessness, a plan that laid out how Grand
Rapids would end homelessness as we know it by
2014. It was one of hundreds of similar plans created
in communities nationwide, connecting Grand Rapids
to a larger movement that believes ending
homelessness begins with housing people.
Since that time, significant work has been under way
to re-energize and re-shape the system addressing
homelessness in Grand Rapids and Kent County.
This work has been coordinated by the Grand Rapids
Area Coalition to End Homelessness, a community
collaborative of over 70 organizations charged with
implementing the Vision.
A critical tool in changing the conversation about
homelessness has been data. As partners with the
Coalition, local social service organizations have
generously shared information about the homeless
population in our community and how they are being
assisted. Processes within the system have also

TAKE NOTE:
This report, issued by the Grand Rapids Area Coalition to End Homelessness, is an analysis of the supply and demand for
affordable housing in Grand Rapids and Kent County and a regional housing and transportation affordability index.
Research was completed by the Community Research Institute at the Johnson Center for Philanthropy at Grand Valley
State University in Grand Rapids, MI and the Center for Neighborhood Technology in Chicago, IL, with support from the
Essential Needs Task Force and Disability Advocates of Kent County. Funding was provided by the Steelcase Foundation
and Dyer-Ives Foundation.

While this report is an important
component to provide more data
for the conversation, it offers one
view of housing and does not serve
to replace the Vision as a road map
to end homelessness.

been adjusted so more information about
households in a housing crisis is gathered upfront,
enabling Coalition partners to better anticipate the
needs of families and individuals.
To continue the important work of gathering and
sharing data, the Coalition spearheaded two
research projects in partnership with key community
stakeholders. This research was designed to better
understand housing affordability across the region,
with deeper exploration of the situations in Grand
Rapids and Kent County.
Key data and findings from those research projects
have been combined to form this report. The two
research projects are:
1.

Affordable Housing Supply and Demand
Analysis: An examination of the relationships
between the supply of and demand for
affordable rental housing in Grand Rapids
and Kent County. This was conducted by the
Community Research Institute at the
Johnson Center for Philanthropy at Grand Valley
State University.

2.

Housing + Transportation Affordability in
West Michigan: A study from the Center for
Neighborhood Technology in Chicago, Illinois,
which models several data sets to estimate the
affordability of housing and transportation across
eight West Michigan counties: Allegan, Barry,
Ionia, Kent, Montcalm, Muskegon, Newaygo,
and Ottawa.

Photography on pages 7, 9, 17, and 21 courtesy of Brian Kelly Photography.
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Setting the Context

WHY STUDY HOUSING
AFFORDABILITY?
The Vision to End Homelessness was designed around a core understanding:
homelessness simply means an individual or family lacks housing.
For as simple as it sounds, this can be a bold and
challenging idea. It demands that our community
rethink its perceptions of homelessness. It requires
us to see beyond biases we may have about
psychological, emotional, and other factors
affecting a person or family that is homeless. It
demands that we accept that homelessness most
often does not occur because of bad choices—it
happens because of unrealistic choices.
These choices, which pit basic needs against each
other for a household’s resources, are directly tied
to the cost of housing.
Over 17 million Americans struggle to maintain
affordable housing. 1 The Out of Reach 2010
publication from the National Low Income Housing
Coalition shows fair market rent increased 26% from
2000 to 2010, bringing Kent County fair market rent
to $749 per month for a two-bedroom apartment. 2

At this cost, 44% of renters in Kent
County are unable to afford a typical
two-bedroom unit.
Further, the report states that the wage required for
a two-bedroom unit in Kent County equals $14.40
per hour, requiring a person who makes minimum
wage ($7.40 per hour) to work 1.9 full-time jobs (or 78
hours per week) to afford fair market rent. 2
It is unrealistic to expect that households can close
the gap in their budgets by getting a second or third
job, making more money, or cutting more corners on

their basic needs. Unless the issue of affordability
is addressed, these households will run out of
options and may become homeless. For those
already experiencing a housing crisis, focusing on
affordability can help ensure they have options
available to get out of the system quickly and
return to stable housing.
Taking affordability into account helps broaden the
scope of how the homeless system serves our
community—from managing homelessness to
housing people. The traditional response to
homelessness has been limited in its scope: to
place households in crisis at a local shelter, in a
short-term program, or to provide one-time
financial assistance.
While such a response is appropriate for some
households, the system needs more than a
one-size-fits-all approach. What was lacking was a
housing-focused response; one that provides
assistance to stay in housing or to get in to housing.
This “Housing First” approach uses the system’s
resources to support temporary placement as
needed while also addressing a continuum of
needs—not just an emergency response.
For these reasons and many more, it was clear to our
community that we could do better. We can create
a community where everyone has the roots needed
to feel welcome and grow strong. We can end
homelessness as we know it, and it can begin with
affordable housing.

Setting the Context

WHAT IS AN UNREALISTIC CHOICE?
When the cost of basic needs such as food, utilities, and housing exceeds a household’s available income, that
household likely will be forced to make unrealistic choices. Instead of seeing the doctor, a family may choose
to keep the heat on. Instead of buying groceries, an individual may choose to pay rent. Each of these choices
comes with a consequence, some that have long-term effects on the health and well-being of our community.
The graphic below shows how the cost of basic needs for a low-income, four-person household
exceeds their available income.

MONTHLY EXPENSES

for a four-person household, as described
by the Living Wage Calculator, 3 based on
the realistic housing and transportation
costs described in this report

$3,765.00
$776
HOUSING
(30% OF INCOME)

MONTHLY INCOME
for a four-person
household making
50% of the area
median income

$2,587.50

These housing
and transportation
figures assume the
household is able
to find affordable
housing.

$466

TRANSPORTATION
(18% OF INCOME)

$1,100
CHILDCARE

$368

HEALTH CARE

$755
FOOD

$300
4

UTILITIES &
MISCELLANEOUS
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Setting the Context

A snapshot of the system
What happens when someone experiences a housing crisis? With the old
approach, a household in crisis would have entered the homeless system and
had limited options, including shelter placement, housing counseling, or access
to one-time prevention assistance. In many cases if the household went into a
shelter, they did not leave for permanent housing after 30 days. On average,
only 52% of households * exited homelessness for permanent housing in 2008. 5
Our system continues to get stronger, and today
households in crisis are directed to a central point
of intake called the Housing Assessment Program.
Through this program, the household’s situation is
assessed and the household is referred to an
appropriate community resource. Sometimes the
household is connected with resources to remain in
their current housing, sometimes they are assisted in
being re-housed in a more affordable place, and only
when they have no other options, they are connected
with a shelter or safety net for a temporary stay.
Following these changes in the homeless system, less
than 18% of households required this last option in 2009. 4
KENT COUNTY
GRAND RAPIDS
By putting housing first, our community has made
progress towards ending homelessness. In 2009,
4,144
four-person
households
make 50% or less AMI

66% of people coming into the homeless system were
served only once, in comparison to 58% during 2008. 5

According to the Homeless Management
Information System data from 2009, there
was a 15% reduction in the number of
people entering the system as homeless
in the greater Grand Rapids area. 6
This early success has been possible because of the
collaboration of a broad system of organizations,
agencies, and other service providers. Together,
these organizations are reframing the response to
homelessness and collectively addressing the
root causes of this issue.

Household

Assuming that each of the 4,144 households
mentioned above earn exactlyin
50%
AMI, roughly
crisis
two in ten would be forced to utilize unaffordable
housing, taking on a housing cost burden.

make 50% or less AMI

SUCCESS

In 2008, 6,022 people entered the homeless
system. In 2009, 5,118 people (families,
individuals, children) entered the system
as homeless. 6

Historically only 5% of funding across the
entire homeless system was invested in
homeless prevention and rent assistance.
Through the work of the Coalition, 11% of
funds now support these services. Over
$1.2 million of new or realigned funding
was secured in 2009 to support homeless
prevention, new housing-focused services,
and community-based case management. 7

•

38% families and 62% individuals

•

24% children

Reasons for housing crisis 6
•

1,834
affordable
rental
units

17% employment issues (e.g., recent
loss of job, moved to seek work)

•

10% disability/health condition
(e.g., physical disability, mental disability,
family/personal illness, addiction)

Refer to
resources to be
re-housed in
affordable place

Assuming that each of the 2,763 households
mentioned above earn exactly 50% AMI, roughly
Refer to
three in ten would be forced to utilize unaffordable
housing, taking on a housing cost burden.
temporary placement,

with links to
housing-related
resources (if no
other options)

19% other (e.g., jail/prison, family
conflict, domestic violence, divorce)

47% of these people were homeless for the
first time in 2009. 6

Refer to
resources to
stay in current
housing

Central intake,
assessment,
and referral

49% housing issues (e.g., eviction,
asked to leave, unable to pay,
overcrowded/doubled up, substandard
housing)

•

•

2,763
four-person
households
3,274
affordable
rental
units

CURRENT SITUATION

In Kent County, $28 million is invested in
the homeless system, with 58% being spent
on emergency shelter and missions. 7
For a family of three, shelter costs an
average of $3,000 for one month, which
includes residency in the shelter (i.e., bed),
additional services such as supportive
services or case management, and
administrative/operational costs.

These resources, along with
system changes that occurred in
2009, contributed to a 15% reduction
in the number of people who entered
the system as homeless in 2009 when
compared with 2008 data. 6
The Coalition partners helped expand
services and coordination of community
resources through a centralized intake
and assessment system. They also have
assisted in launching the Housing Resource
Specialist model, giving people access to
supportive services while in housing—not
just when they are in a shelter or homeless.
The Coalition developed system indicators
to track the impact of service across the
community, and 14 agencies representing
33 programs now contribute data to the
greater Grand Rapids Area’s Homeless
Management Information System.

* Includes those households that exited emergency shelter and transitional housing
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executive summary

This report provides an important first step in developing a more comprehensive
regional understanding of housing affordability. It is intended to provide a
platform from which to have deeper conversations and ask more questions.
This is only the beginning of our effort to benchmark the gaps in affordable
housing and set priorities for addressing those gaps.
This report combines findings from two research
studies, one completed by the Community Research
Institute at the Johnson Center for Philanthropy at
Grand Valley State University and one completed
by the Center for Neighborhood Technology. Using
data from the United States Census Bureau’s
2005-2007 American Community Survey, the
Community Research Institute estimated the
number of households needing rental housing and
the number of units available to those households.
Estimates were made for a variety of household
sizes and incomes, utilizing the Michigan State
Housing Development Authority’s income and

rent limits as a guide. In most cases, a four-person
household was the model for the data shared in the
first portion of this report (pages 13 to 19).
For the portion of this report that combines
transportation and housing costs (pages 20 to 25),
the Center for Neighborhood Technology modeled
data from local and national sources to estimate
the cost of transportation for households making
$46,592 (the average median income for the eight
counties included in its study—an approximation of
the average household) and $24,450 (a three-person
household making 50% of the average median income).

2005-2007 West Michigan Household General Statistics by County

(All Household Sizes)

COUNTY

ALLEGAN

BARRY

IONIA

KENT

MONTCALM

MUSKEGON

OTTAWA

POPULATION

112,398

59,042

64,021

600,659

63,058

174,236

256,976

% POVERTY

10.1%

8.5%

13.1%

12.5%

16.7%

16.0%

6.3%

AMI
Area Median Income

$51,285

$50,835

$46,354

$49,432

$39,766

$41,984

$57,536

Source: 2005-2007 American Community Survey

TAKE NOTE:

Throughout the first section of this report (pages 13 to 19), the primary focus will be on households of four
earning 50% or less of the area median income—in other words, households with an annual income of
$31,050 or less. The second section of this report (pages 20 to 25), the primary focus will be on
households of three earning 100% of the average median income (or $48,900) and households of
three earning 50% of the average median income (or $24,450).
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The Coalition targets three traits of housing as the guide for ending homelessness.
These traits define what housing should look like in our community. While the
first—affordability—is the primary focus of this report, each trait is important.
And in addition to affordable, quality, permanent housing, there is also a need
for strong systems, services, and resources that connect people to such housing.
These have been described in more detail on page six.

AffordablE:
The ability to invest in
a place to call home
At many income levels, people lack affordable
housing. The struggle for affordability is more
significant among households with low incomes.
Ninety-four percent of households that came
through the Housing Assessment Program in 2009
reported incomes of 40% or less of the area median
income ($24,840 or less for a family of four). 4
For this report, we use definitions of affordability that
are consistent with the two research projects—namely,
that affordable housing is defined as 30% or less of
household income and transportation as 18% or less of
household income. Thus, affordable living is defined as
requiring no more than 48% of income for housing and
transportation-related expenses combined.

Permanent:
The security of a STABLE
place to keep YOUR things
Over the past 30 years, resources increasingly
have been invested in short-term responses to
homelessness while reducing funding for rental
assistance. 8 Because of this, thousands of households
lack a sense of permanence. They lack a safe place
to keep their possessions, and for those who live
doubled up, they live each day wondering if they
have worn out the welcome of friends and family.

Ending homelessness includes ensuring that every
household has an affordable place and the ability to
stay in that place for as long as they like. Whether
that is an apartment lease or a mortgage, every
individual and family deserves the stability that
comes from knowing that their home is theirs and it
is not going away.

Quality:
The pride of having a
decent place to put
a welcome mat
Whether it is a single family home, a duplex, or an
apartment, every individual and family needs a safe,
clean, and decent place to live. Quality housing
creates strong, vibrant neighborhoods—the kinds of
places where people are empowered to take pride
and grow deep roots in our community.
This does not exist for some in our community. Too
often, affordability comes with a lack of quality.
According to the City of Grand Rapids’ Five Year
Consolidated Plan adopted in 2005, 50% of Grand
Rapids’ housing units are over 50 years old. 9
Addressing the quality of housing in our
community means that people with lower incomes
are not forced to live in substandard housing.

9

Executive Summary: KEY FINDING

AT MANY INCOME LEVELS,
NOT ENOUGH AFFORDABLE UNITS OF
HOUSING are available

For housing to be considered affordable by national standards, its cost should
not exceed 30% of a household’s income. For a family of four in Kent County
making 50% of the area median income, or $31,050, this means their housing
costs should not exceed $776 per month.
Based on the research presented in this report, there
is not an adequate supply of affordable housing
supply to meet the demands of such a household, as
well as thousands of other households in Kent County
and Grand Rapids. While a significant number of
affordable housing units have been developed over
the past 24 years,* a need still remains for more
affordable housing, particularly for those with the
lowest incomes.

In Kent County, 4,144 units of
affordable housing are needed for
four-person households making 50%
or less of the area median income
($31,050 or less). Only 1,950 of these
households will secure affordable
housing, meaning that 53% of
four-person households at this income
level lack affordable housing.

94% of households assessed

at our community’s central intake
and referral have incomes that are at

40% or less of the area
median income. 4 For a

For the same household type in
Grand Rapids, 2,763 units of affordable
housing are needed. Only 1,159 of
these households will secure affordable
housing, meaning that 58% of
four-person households making 50% or
less of the area median income lack
affordable housing.
The vast majority of households entering the
homeless system in Kent County arrive after
dealing with the challenge of affordability. Over
90% of these households have incomes that are
40% or less of the area median income. 4
While households with low incomes are the primary
focus of the homeless system, it is important to note
that the research challenges the belief that higher
incomes ensure housing is more affordable. Even
households earning 100% or less of the area median
income ($62,100) may experience a housing cost
burden. In Kent County, 35% of four-person
households at or below this income level lack
affordable housing, and in Grand Rapids, 48% of
four-person households at or below this income level
lack affordable housing.

household of four, that is an
income of $24,840 or less per year.

*
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Executive Summary: KEY FINDING

“Doubling Up” is occurring
as people COPE with THE LACK
OF AFFORDABLE HOUSING

Over 4,000 households in Kent County, many of which have lower incomes,
are living doubled up with friends or family. This presents a significant but
nearly invisible challenge for our community’s homeless system.
Those who are doubled up are not as visible as
individuals who are homeless and living on the
streets, in shelters, or in other temporary housing,
and they are not easily counted. Thus, this part of
the population, a segment in dire need of affordable
housing, is seldom quantified when calculating a
community’s need for housing.
In some cases, households may double up by choice
rather than necessity, making it more challenging to
isolate the number of people doubling up due to
their economic situation and lack of affordable housing.
When entering Kent County’s central intake, the primary
reason such a household would give for their housing
crisis is that the friends or family they have been staying
with are asking them to leave. The data shared here
should be interpreted with this distinction in mind.

KENT COUNTY

23%

(2005-2007)

of four-person
households (958)
earning 50% or less of
the area median income
are doubled up

In Kent County, 4,603 households of all sizes earning
100% or less of the area median income are doubled up.

An estimated 23% of four-person households
(958 households) in Kent County earning
50% or less of the area median income are
doubled up.
In Grand Rapids, 2,897 households of all sizes earning
100% or less of the area median income are doubled up.

An estimated 32% of four-person households
(871 households) in Grand Rapids earning
50% or less of the area median income are
doubled up.

GRAND RAPIDS

32%

(2005-2007)

of four-person
households (871)
earning 50% or less
of the area median
income are doubled up

Since the Tax Reform Act of 1986 was passed, which included the creation of the Low Income Housing Tax Credit program
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transportation cost burdens
limit options for
affordable housing

ESTABLISHING THE NEED

Households in West Michigan are largely overburdened by transportation
costs. Average household transportation costs range from less than $500 per
month to over $1,100 per month. On average, households in much of West
Michigan spend over 24% of their income on transportation, while a
maximum of 18% is considered affordable.

Throughout this research project, two questions have guided the Coalition:

In some cases, this cost can be as high
as 32% or more of the average median
income, making it a greater burden than
housing in some areas.
High-density neighborhoods, mixed-use
development, and greater access to public transit
make living within the City of Grand Rapids a more
affordable option, with transportation costs
averaging $762 per month. When taking into account
outlying areas in Kent County as a whole, the
average monthly transportation expense jumps
to $891. Throughout the eight counties in West
Michigan, many households living at or below 100%
of the average median income (or $46,592)
are forced to endure a transportation cost burden,
with lower-income households bearing more
significant costs.
When combined with transportation costs, the lack
of affordable housing in Kent County becomes even
more apparent. This new view of affordability says
that combined transportation and housing costs
should not exceed 48% of a household’s income.
When assessing affordability using this combined
calculation, the number of areas where housing
might be considered affordable in West Michigan
decrease by 18%—representing over 84,000
households in unaffordable areas in 2000.

12

1. How many people lack affordable housing or are currently in
housing they cannot afford?
2. How many households are “doubling up” with friends and
family members?

The answers to these questions will not only inform the
scope of the response needed, but they are important
indicators as to how homelessness could increase if
new solutions are not developed.
The Coalition worked with the Community Research
Institute at the Johnson Center for Philanthropy at
Grand Valley State University to explore these
questions. The research focused primarily on renting
households rather than homeowners, due to the fact
that housing costs for renters and homeowners are
dramatically different and that most people transitioning
from temporary housing or homelessness tend to seek
rental housing as a first step in maintaining housing.

ANNUAL INCOME FOR HOUSEHOLD OF FOUR
IN KENT COUNTY

50% AMI

= $31,050 OR LESS

100% AMI

= $62,100 OR LESS

AREA MEDIAN INCOME

AREA MEDIAN INCOME

TAKE NOTE:
Throughout this section (pages 13
to 19), the primary focus will be on
households of four earning 50% or
less of Kent County’s area median
income—in other words, households
with an annual income of $31,050
or less.
The majority of households in a
housing crisis coming to Kent
County’s central intake, the
Housing Assessment Program,
fall into this group. Of the
households assessed, 94% have
incomes at or below 40% of the
area median income, 4 meaning
their situations are even more
precarious than those presented
in this report.
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ESTABLISHING THE NEED

How MANY LACK AFFORDABLE
HOUSING?

How much can households
afford?

Using 30% of a household’s income as a standard
measure of housing affordability, households of
many sizes and income levels in Kent County and
Grand Rapids lack affordable housing. For instance,
among four-person households in Grand Rapids
making 50% of the area median income (or $31,050
or less), 58% lack affordable housing.

50% of their income toward housing —20% more
than what is considered affordable. This is particularly
striking, as all of the average rents paid are well
below the U.S. Department of Housing & Urban
Development Fair Market Rent standard, yet they are
still unaffordable for the households coming into the
homeless system.

Affordability is relative. A household with a higher
income can afford more in housing costs than a
household with a lower income. A small household
can live in a smaller housing unit than a household
with more members. To account for this relativity,
this report analyzes housing affordability by both
household composition and income.
Traditionally, housing is considered affordable if it
costs 30% or less of a household’s income. The chart
below shows households of all sizes entering the
Housing Assessment Program are experiencing a
housing burden. On average, these households pay

Based on data from the Housing Assessment
Program, the reality of those vulnerable to or in the

HUD FAIR MARKET RENT STANDARD
(FY 2010, Kent County)
1 bedroom - $622
2 bedroom - $749

midst of homelessness is actually more precarious
than the story these numbers offer. Over 90% of
the households entering the Housing Assessment
Program in 2009 made 40% or less of the area
median income. 4 The next two pages highlight the
percentage of each household size that is lacking
affordable housing.

3 bedroom - $956
4 bedroom - $1,001

HOUSEHOLDS EARNING 50% AREA MEDIAN INCOME OR LESS THAT
LACK AFFORDABLE HOUSING (2005-2007)

PERCENTAGE OF INCOME PAID TOWARDS RENT BY HOUSEHOLDS ENTERING THE
HOUSING ASSESSMENT PROGRAM (JANUARY – MARCH 2010)

KENT COUNTY

4,939

GRAND RAPIDS

100%

80%

60%

56%

58%

2,882

57%
48%

50%

2,446

31%

1,487

20%

0%
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2,194

53%

40%

AFFORDABLE
AFFORDABLE = =
30% OF
30%
OFINCOME
INCOME
OR LESS
OR
LESS
one-person
one-person
households
household

two-person
two-person
households
household

three-person
three-person
households
household

four-person
four-person
households
household

five-person
five-person
households
household

$808

$899

$955

$1,220

$1,329

$455

$519

$545

$590

$661

1,604
1,317
1,033
592

six-person
six-person
households
household
$1,932 AVG MONTHLY INCOME
$601

one-person
household

two-person
household

three-person
household

four-person
household

320

five-person
household

210 210
six-person
household

AVG MONTHLY HOUSING COST
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How MANY LACK AFFORDABLE
HOUSING? cont.
Brian Kelly

HOUSEHOLDS EARNING 50% AREA MEDIAN INCOME OR LESS THAT LACK
AFFORDABLE HOUSING (2005-2007)

HOUSEHOLDS EARNING 100% AREA MEDIAN INCOME OR LESS THAT LACK
AFFORDABLE HOUSING (2005-2007)

KENT COUNTY

KENT COUNTY

100%

100%

80%

80%

60%

60%

40%

49%

43%

52%

53%
39%

41%

40%
20%

20%

one-person
household

two-person
household

three-person
household

four-person
household

five-person
household

six-person
household

25%

one-person
household

two-person
household

three-person
household

35%

25%

23%

four-person
household

five-person
household

six-person
household

GRAND RAPIDS

GRAND RAPIDS
100%

100%

89%

80%

74%

60%

42%

52%

80%
60%

58%

40%

40%

20%

20%

27%

28%

one-person
household

two-person
household

37%

48%

44%
25%

0%

0%

one-person
household

16

24%

0%

0%

40%

24%

two-person
household

three-person
household

four-person
household

five-person
household

six-person
household

three-person
household

four-person
household

five-person
household

six-person
household
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To what extent are
households “doubled up”?

A major question affecting the discussion
surrounding housing and homelessness is how many
people are doubling up. Doubling up is a method
used by many to reduce housing costs and thereby
avoid homelessness. It can be viewed as an informal
safety net made up of a household’s social network:
friends and family with whom a household can stay
if they face financial or other barriers to securing
housing independently.

Households that are doubled up are often invisible
to housing providers. They are not on the street; they
are not in shelters. They are precariously housed,
however, and some would say that a household
that has moved in with another household is,
in fact, homeless.
Using the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2005-2007 American
Community Survey Public-Use Microdata Sample,
the Community Research Institute calculated the

HOUSEHOLDS IN KENT COUNTY EARNING 50% AREA MEDIAN INCOME OR LESS
THAT ARE DOUBLED UP (2005-2007)

number of individuals who are living in the home
of a householder who is in their extended family or
is a non-relative (excluding roommates and
domestic partners).

give for their housing crisis is that the friends or
family they have been staying with are asking them
to leave. The data shared here should be interpreted
with this distinction in mind.

In some cases, households may double up by choice
rather than necessity, making it more challenging to
isolate the number of people doubling up due to
their economic situation and lack of affordable
housing. When entering Kent County’s central
intake, the primary reason such a household would

In Kent County, 4,603 households of all sizes
earning 100% or less of the area median income are
doubled up. The challenge of doubling up becomes
most significantly observed at lower income levels,
as shown in the charts below.

HOUSEHOLDS IN GRAND RAPIDS EARNING 50% AREA MEDIAN INCOME OR LESS
THAT ARE DOUBLED UP (2005-2007)
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A BROADER VIEW OF AFFORDABILITY

TRANSPORTATION’S
CONNECTION TO HOUSING

While housing affordability could be viewed as a primary lever in ending
homelessness, it does not exist in isolation. The Affordability Index, a brief
from the Brookings Institution, suggests that transportation costs must be
considered to create a more comprehensive picture of a community’s
affordability. Proximity to jobs, goods, and services plays a large role in
whether a household can afford to live in a given place.
Working with the Center for Neighborhood
Technology, the Coalition explored the compounding
factor of transportation costs on housing
affordability. This research combined housing and
transportation (H+Tsm) costs in West Michigan,
including Allegan, Barry, Ionia, Kent, Montcalm,
Muskegon, Newaygo, and Ottawa counties. The data
demonstrates that these two household expenses are
closely linked.
For years, real estate market pricing has incorporated
the value of land into the price of a home based on
its location and proximity to jobs and amenities.
There is less clarity about the effect of accompanying
transportation costs associated with an efficient or
inefficient location based on these values. In many

places where single-family homes are seen as more
“affordable,” usually in outlying areas, costs are
lower in part because land is cheaper. However, the
transportation costs in these areas can be much
higher, and can often outweigh the savings on housing
costs. 10 In order to provide a better picture of
affordability in West Michigan, a measure that models
the full cost of transportation and combines it with
the cost of housing has been used. This tool is called
the Housing + Transportation Affordability Index. 11
According to the Index, households in West Michigan
are largely overburdened by transportation costs.
Average household transportation costs range from
less than $500 per month to over $1,100 per month. 11

Households in much of West Michigan spend more
than 24% of their income on transportation. In some
cases, transportation costs can even be as high as
32% or more of the average median income, making
it a greater burden than housing in some areas.
Because housing and transportation costs both
vary by location, and often in conflicting directions,
considering the two costs jointly is key in measuring
and understanding the affordability of a location. The
maps on the following pages show that housing and
transportation together can range from less than
40% in the central cities to more than 60% in outlying
areas for the household earning the average median
income. This indicates that there are many areas,
particularly those areas outside of the city

limits, where households become quite overburdened
by housing and transportation costs.
Low combined housing and transportation costs in
the region correspond to specific neighborhood
characteristics: these communities are more
compact (with more households per acre) and tend
to have a range of stores and amenities in close
proximity. Many of the communities with low
combined housing and transportation costs are
walkable neighborhoods with access to public transit.
Low costs and expanded mobility options are closely
related. For instance, in the City of Grand Rapids,
average transportation costs are $762 per month,
while in Kent County they are $891 per month.

TRANSPORTATION COSTS FOR HOUSEHOLDS IN KENT COUNTY EARNING
50% AREA MEDIAN INCOME OR LESS (2000)
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TAKE NOTE:
Throughout this section (pages 20
to 25), the primary focus will be on
households of three earning 100% of
Kent County’s average median
income (or $48,900) and households
of three earning 50% of the average
median income (or $24,450).
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A BROADER VIEW OF AFFORDABILITY

WHAT TRANSPORTATION LOOKS
LIKE IN WEST MICHIGAN

The design of West Michigan communities and
low-density land use has encouraged
auto-dependence throughout much of the area.
According to the 2000 US Census, in West
Michigan as a whole, 96% of commuters travel
to work by car, truck, or van. On average, each
household owns 1.86 autos.
Within the City of Grand Rapids, however, there
are areas where almost 80% of workers commute
to work in a private vehicle and households own an
average of less than 1.25 autos per household. One
factor that may contribute to lower auto ownership
rates is the percentage of commuters who travel to
work by public transportation. In much of the region,
this percentage is less than 1%, but in the City of
Grand Rapids, there are areas where more than 10%
of commuters use transit.
TRANSIT CONNECTIVITY INDEX
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Low access
No transit access

Counties
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0

10
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The map on the right below shows monthly
transportation costs for a three-person household
making 50% of the average median income. With
this view, the transportation burdens in West
Michigan are striking. Throughout the area,
regardless of proximity to core urban areas, these
households are paying an average of 28% or more
of their income (at least $570.50 per month) toward
transportation costs.

The map on the left below shows monthly
transportation costs for a three-person household
making the average median income of $48,900.
There are clear differences in transportation costs
between the cities of Grand Rapids, Muskegon, and
Holland, the suburban-style development surrounding
these cities, and the more dispersed rural areas. Not
surprisingly, transportation costs are lowest in the
transit service areas of the cities’ cores, where
average costs are generally under $900 per month
(or 23% of the household’s income). Transportation
costs are highest in the farthest reaching areas of
the region, where households can spend over $1,100
per month on transportation.

WEST MICHIGAN
96% of commuters traveled
to work by car, truck, or van.
GRAND RAPIDS
Almost 80% of commuters
traveled to work by car,
truck, or van.

WEST MICHIGAN
1.86 autos per household
GRAND RAPIDS
1.25 autos per household

MONTHLY TRANSPORTATION COSTS AS A PERCENT OF
100% AVERAGE MEDIAN INCOME

The level of available transit impacts choices
households make about transportation, so the H+T
Index incorporates a measure of transit service
called the Transit Connectivity Index (TCI). Transit
service levels are based on access and intensity
of transit service in a given census block group.
Access is captured by a quarter mile buffer around
each bus route, and intensity is based on the
number of lines that serve the census block. The
index accounts for the percentage of land area
within walking access to a bus route and the
number of bus lines. The TCI is not a descriptive or
a literal definition of service, but rather a calculated
prediction of transit service levels. The TCI
shows the results of the TCI application in West
Michigan. Not surprisingly, the highest levels of
TCI run through Grand Rapids’ core.

Monthly Transportation Costs as a Percent of
50% AVERAGE MEDIAN INCOME*


Figure 10: Monthly Transportation Costs as a Percent of AMI
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*Data for the “average household earning 50% of average median income” were derived for Kent County from the 2000 U.S. Census. Values
utilized were: $24,450 for 50% of average median income; 3 people per household; and .93 workers per household.
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A NEW VIEW OF AFFORDABILITY
A BROADER VIEW OF AFFORDABILITY

the true cost of housing

H + T AFFORDABILITY INDEX
HOUSING
COSTS

+

TRANSPORTATION
COSTS*

INCOME

=

transportation combined is affordable, the map
on the left below indicates that a household earning
100% of the average median income has a substantial
area of West Michigan from which to choose where
average H+T costs are in an affordable range.

AFFORDABILITY
INDEX

*Costs including auto ownership, auto use, and transit use

Housing and transportation affordability can vary
greatly by location, making it extremely difficult for
households to make informed decisions about the
true affordability of housing location choices. The
combined H+T Affordability Index helps demonstrate
the burdens that households experience for combined
housing and transportation costs in any given area
throughout West Michigan.

As shown in the map on the right below, lower
income households in West Michigan have no options
when it comes to affordable living. For three-person
households making 50% of the average median
income, there are pockets in core city areas where
they may pay an average of 48 to 60% of their income
toward housing and transportation costs. For the

As the maps on the previous page demonstrate,
many households in West Michigan are paying an
unrealistic, and potentially unsustainable,
percentage of their income toward housing and
transportation costs. As our community plans for
its future, the Center for Neighborhood Technology
recommends that this new measure of affordability is
used to acknowledge the true cost of living and
create opportunities for households to attain a
reasonable and realistic quality of life.
This new measure of affordability is shown on the
map on the right below, and it demonstrates the striking
impact transportation has on the affordability of
where a household lives in West Michigan.

The map on the left below shows the traditional
view of affordability, in which realistic housing costs
are considered to be 30% of a household’s income.
Applying this traditional view to households earning
100% of the average median income, much of West
Michigan appears to be affordable.

Whereas the traditional view suggests
that much of West Michigan is affordable,
high transportation costs in the area
significantly reduce the locations that
can be considered affordable. In fact,
this reduction in affordable areas
(shown by the yellow space that shrinks
between the two maps) represented
over 84,000 households in 2000.

When transportation is taken into account and
connected to the cost of housing, a new view of
West Michigan’s affordability emerges. This new
view states that realistic combined housing and
transportation costs should not exceed 48% of a
household’s income.

most part, however, these households
will spend an average of 60% or more
of their income toward housing and
transportation.

If it is assumed that spending no more than 48%
of a household’s income for both housing and

Annual Housing + Transportation Costs as a Percent of
100% AVERAGE MEDIAN INCOME

Annual Housing + Transportation Costs as a Percent of
50% AVERAGE MEDIAN INCOME*


Figure 15: Housing + Transportation Costs as a Percent of AMI

48% is CONSIDERED AFFORDABLE
FOR HOUSING + TRANSPORTATION

NEW VIEW OF AFFORDABILITY: HOUSING + TRANSPORTATION COSTS
ABOVE AND BELOW 48% OF average median income

TRADITIONAL VIEW OF AFFORDABILITY: HOUSING COSTS ABOVE
AND BELOW 30% OF average median income

Figure 23: New View of Affordability: Housing + Transportation Costs Above and Below 48% of
AMI

Figure 22: Traditional View of Affordability: Housing Costs Above and Below 30% of AMI
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*Data for the “average household earning 50% of average median income” were derived for Kent County from the 2000 U.S. Census. Values
utilized were: $24,450 for 50% of average median income; 3 people per household; and .93 workers per household.
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IMPLICATIONS & NEXT STEPS

IMPLICATIONS AND NEXT STEPS

As the findings in this report suggest, ensuring everyone in our community
has an affordable roof overhead is one way we can end homelessness. To
create a community where everyone has the roots needed to feel welcome
and grow strong, we must value affordable, permanent, quality housing. This
requires critical shifts in how we serve people, think about basic needs, and
plan for the future.
By making this shift, we can declare that our
community is one where:
Everyone has access to an affordable,
permanent, quality place to call home.
The stability of our community can be defined by
how adequately each person is housed. When all
individuals and families can live, work, and play in
a safe, affordable space, then we truly are a
strong community.
Smart use of resources and strong results go
hand in hand. Expanding the use of resources
beyond crisis response to focusing on housing
stability is more effective for families and individuals
and smarter for our community.
The Coalition to End Homelessness is facilitating this
shift through an approach that puts housing first:
Preventing homelessness by helping people
maintain housing or access housing and support
upon discharge from other institutional systems.
Re-housing those in crisis, by helping people exit
homelessness quickly with the resources and
services they need to stay housed.
Transforming the system by expanding the
supply of affordable, permanent, quality housing
and assisting people to secure adequate income to
afford and maintain housing.
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These changes relate to many areas of social
change, from public perception and planning to
policies and programs. The Coalition partners have
continued to help implement the Vision to End
Homelessness with this in mind and, with the
release of this report, are recommending and
pursuing additional efforts to affect these areas.
One such effort is Roofs to Roots, the umbrella
under which the Coalition will work for the
remaining years of the Vision. Through Roofs to
Roots, the Coalition will engage service providers,
business and community leaders, and others in
reframing the response to homelessness. This next
phase of work will build awareness, provide
education and training, share success stories,
and make connections that influence funding and
decision-making surrounding the homeless system.
While this report serves as an important component to
provide more data for the conversation, it is not the full
picture of housing and does not serve to replace the
Vision as a road map to end homelessness.
In addition, the Coalition has identified
programming and policy opportunities on the
following pages, some of which may be coordinated
by the Coalition and others that will need to be
spearheaded by other stakeholders.

HOUSING

PROGRAMS & PRACTICES

PLANNING & POLICIES

EXPAND ACCESS TO PREVENTION SUPPORT
AND RENTAL ASSISTANCE
Kent County’s central intake system and Housing
Resource Specialist model is working and can be
further supported and expanded to ensure all households
in crisis have the information and assistance needed to
find or maintain affordable housing.

PUT HOUSING FIRST
To truly shift perceptions and practices
surrounding issues of homelessness, we must
adopt Housing First as a community priority and
rely on this approach whenever we respond to
housing crises.This approach includes preventing
homelessness through rental assistance and
other means, rapidly re-housing people who do
become homeless, and creating long-term
strategies for housing development that focus
on affordable and quality living.

Utilize the kent county land bank
The land bank is a tool that can help create
affordable housing by taking vacant properties
(e.g., foreclosures, abandoned housing, etc.)
and reusing them for the benefit of the community.
This can include affordable housing development,
community gardens, parks, and other forms of
neighborhood revitalization.
fund AND UTILIZE EXISTING HOUSING
TRUST FUNDS
State and national housing trust funds provide a
pool of resources that is used strictly for affordable
housing development.
EDUCATE TENANTS AND LANDLORDS
Stronger education about tenant and landlord
rights and responsibilities can help create more
successful rental relationships. An accessible,
neutral resource where both parties can have their
questions answered can help clarify the many rules
and regulations governing lease agreements that
lead to evictions and unnecessary costs.
ENSURE A MINIMUM STANDARD OF
HOUSING QUALITY
Housing inspections are critical to establish and
maintain a consistent standard of quality. Rental housing
comprises 40% of all dwellings in the city of Grand Rapids.
Twenty-three percent of all rentals are single family
units, housing 33% of the total renter population. None
of these single family units are inspected. Expanding
housing code enforcement will help our community meet
emerging standards of living, which include expectations
of quality, energy efficiency, indoor health, and more. 9
BUILD ON COMMUNITY STRENGTHS
By supporting the people and programs that make
up the homeless system, our community can
enhance its use of a strengths-based Housing First
approach. The Coalition will assist providers with
advocacy, technical assistance, and capacity
building supports.

INCREASE SPENDING ON
AFFORDABLE HOUSING
In addition to providing new funding for rental
assistance, Section 8 vouchers, and other
housing subsidy sources, it will be critical
to seek new funding and reallocate funding
where possible to support affordable housing
development. This can occur on a local,
state, and federal level.
COLLABORATE ACROSS SYSTEMS
AND COMMUNITIES
Ongoing, community-wide planning and
collaboration will be necessary to ensure that
affordable, quality, permanent housing is a
regional priority and that policies and programs
are in place to support this priority. This
collaboration may include local and regional
planning, data and knowledge sharing among
agencies, and collective efforts to affect
funding opportunities and housing development.
This includes utilizing opportunities like the U.S.
Department of Housing & Urban Development’s
Sustainable Community Initiative to link housing
and transportation planning on a regional level.
SEEK ONGOING FEEDBACK
By creating ongoing feedback mechanisms, our
community can ensure the system is working
and effective for consumers. We can also create
stronger linkages to economic and workforce
development efforts to address the inherent
challenge of income and employment as it
relates to housing.
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APPENDIX & NEXT STEPS
IMPLICATIONS

TRANSPORTATION

PROGRAMS & PRACTICES

PLANNING & POLICIES

IMPROVE ACCESSIBILITY AND AVAILABILITY
As this report demonstrates, the lower cost of
living in areas away from urban centers is often
mitigated by high transportation costs. To
improve the affordability of housing in more
areas and decrease transportation costs across
the region, the public transit service area must
be expanded, and service times and route
frequency should be increased.

SUPPORT MIXED-USE DEVELOPMENT
Pairing appropriate planning and zoning
ordinances with transit oriented and SMART
growth development principles can spur the
creation of higher density, mixed-use areas.
These areas naturally have proximity to
affordable public transit options and are
generally more walkable than other forms
of development.

CREATE A MULTI-MODAL TRANSIT SYSTEM
This work is already underway in the greater
Grand Rapids community and is encouraged to
continue. Overall transportation costs can be
reduced and affordable housing options can be
more accessible by encouraging many modes of
transit, including bus, bike, walking, and rail.

USE APPROPRIATE FUNDING STREAMS
To support transportation development,
pay-per-use contracts could be expanded
with individual municipalities, a county-wide
millage could be pursued, and an equitable
funding strategy could be created that integrates
funding sources and assures coverage.

INCREASE AWARENESS AND INFORMATION
As more diverse modes of transportation are
offered and the accessibility of existing public
transit is improved, increased communication
will be needed to help the public know that
such options are available. This awareness
should be created in a way that demonstrates
transportation’s connection to affordable
housing, so that households understand that
where they live is just as important as the type of
housing they choose.

CONNECT TRANSPORTATION TO
HOUSING AFFORDABILITY
This report presents an opportunity for a
broader discussion about transportation’s
connection to housing affordability. Ongoing
dialogue between the housing and transportation
systems should be facilitated to strengthen the
case of both parties and encourage more
collaborative planning efforts.
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GLOSSARY
Affordable housing – According to the National Low
Income Housing Coalition, and the U.S. Department of
Housing & Urban Development, the generally accepted
definition of affordability is for a household to pay no
more than 30% of its annual income on housing.
Households that pay more than 30% of their income for
housing are considered cost-burdened and may have
difficulty affording other necessities such as food,
clothing, transportation, and medical care.
Chronic homelessness – Having more than four
episodes of homelessness within three years or being
homeless for a year consecutively. Also required to have
a disability of long duration which includes physical,
emotional, mental, or substance abuse.
The Grand Rapids Area Coalition to End
Homelessness – A community collaborative working
as a planning body and catalyst for changing how our
community responds to individuals and families who are
experiencing a housing crisis or who are homeless. The
Coalition is also the housing subcommittee of the Kent
County Essential Needs Task Force and is the Housing
Continuum of Care for Grand Rapids, Kent County, and
Wyoming. For more information visit RoofstoRoots.org.
Emergency shelters – Temporary places for people to
stay who are without a stable place to live. Emergency
shelters are available to anyone without a primary
residence; however some emergency shelters may only
serve a certain gender or household make-up (e.g., only
families and not individuals). Emergency shelters in the
Grand Rapids/Kent County community most often limit the
households time of residing there temporarily to a maximum
of 30 days. A stay in emergency shelter includes access to
supportive services, case management, food/meals, child
care and transportation assistance, and sometimes a
variety of additional supports related to helping the
household get back into housing and remain there.
Homeless Management Information System (HMIS)
– An electronic data collection system that stores
longitudinal person-level information about people who
access homeless services while also protecting client
confidentiality. It is designed to aggregate client-level data
to generate an unduplicated count of clients served within
a community’s system of homeless services. The Homeless
Management Information System may also cover a
statewide or regional area and include several Continuum
of Cares. The system can provide data on client
characteristics and service utilization.

Homeless – A homeless person, as defined in the Stewart
B. McKinney Homeless Assistance Act of 1987, lacks a
fixed, regular, and adequate nighttime residence or their
primary residence is one of the following:
•

A temporary place for people about to be
institutionalized;

•

Any place not meant for regular sleeping
accommodation by humans; or

•

A supervised temporary shelter.

This definition also includes people who are at risk of
losing their housing because they are being evicted from
their residence or they are being discharged from
institutions, such as hospitals or prisons, and have
nowhere else to go. The definition of homelessness is
currently being revised by the U.S. Department of Housing
& Urban Development due to the passage of the HEARTH
Act in May 2009. For specific information on how the
definition of homelessness is expanding, please see:
www.hudhre.info/hearth
Homeless prevention – A process in which a household
at risk of homelessness avoids actually becoming
homeless. Financial assistance to prevent an eviction,
mediation to address problems with a landlord or lender,
and case management can all prevent individuals and
families from becoming homeless.
Household – Anyone who resides together in their
housing. A household could be a single individual, a couple,
or a parent(s) and his/her children.
Housing Assessment Program – Kent County’s
centralized intake, assessment and referral service for
households in need of homeless resources and services,
including temporary placements, that promote homeless
prevention and rapid re-housing for households with a
housing crisis. This centralized intake and assessment
approach ensures a coordinated and targeted utilization of
community resources which promote housing stability. The
Housing Assessment Program is a program of The
Salvation Army Booth Family Services.
Housing Continuum of Care – The U.S. Department of
Housing & Urban Development-required regional or local
planning body that coordinates housing and services
funding for homeless families and individuals. The U.S.
Department of Housing & Urban Development makes the
Continuum of Care responsible for the biannual count of
the homeless population and an annual enumeration of
emergency systems, transitional housing units, and beds
that make up the homeless assistance systems.
Housing crisis – A situation that occurs when a
household’s housing stability is in jeopardy, meaning they
are at risk of losing their housing.
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Housing First – An approach in which housing comes
first and services second (after housing is stabilized). The
central goal is to re-house persons as soon as possible.
This approach includes interventions that are designed to
help homeless persons move more rapidly out of the
homeless system and back into housing. It can include
short-term intervention strategies while the household is
homeless, and once housed, includes access to case
management, supportive services or other non-financial
assistance to support long-term housing stability and
prevent the reoccurrence of a housing crisis.

Quality housing – Housing that meets local, state, and
federal codes and that is also safe and sanitary as a means
for preventing disease and injury.

Programs utilizing a Housing First approach do not include
the requirement of activity completion in order to obtain
housing, (e.g., having to attend classes, skill building,
trainings, enrollment in programs, etc.) but instead
services or activities are voluntary and offered to the
household once in housing.

Transitional housing – Most transitional housing
programs for homeless people that exist today specialize
in serving households with sufficient barriers to getting or
keeping housing where a period of stabilization, learning,
and planning appear needed if they are ultimately to leave
homelessness for good. One of the few statutory
limitations placed on transitional housing is that it can
only provide housing for up to 24 months. Another
requirement is that transitional housing programs offer
supportive services designed to help clients make the
transition to regular housing, including the option that
supportive services continue for up to six months after
official program exit. The programs can be project-based
(in a single building or complex of buildings) or
tenant-based (scattered-site), or provide a “transition in
place” format that lets clients stay in their program units
and eventually take over the lease, with supportive
services being gradually reduced as a household’s need for
them diminishes. Transitional housing projects can serve a
variety of homeless populations, including single adults
with a variety of disabilities, families, domestic violence
victims, and women seeking to regain custody of
their children.

Additionally, a Housing First approach does not connect
tenancy to the successful completion of program
activities. The supportive services may be time-limited or
ongoing and vary in intensity depending upon the needs of
the household.
Housing Resource Specialist – A community-based
case management model which provides case
management and supportive services to households who
are at-risk of homelessness or those who are literally
homeless. Housing Resource Specialists provide services
to prevent a homeless episode or rapidly re-house
households who are homeless. Services are provided to
enhance the household’s housing stability and to link
households to community resources. All referrals to a
Housing Resource Specialist originate from the
Housing Assessment Program. Housing Resource
Specialists provide services under the auspices of the
Housing First approach.
Missions – Faith-based organizations providing
emergency accommodations to a large number of people
one night at a time. Typically an overnight stay would also
include a meal, and often includes a requirement to
participate in a faith-oriented worship service, along with
access to some supportive services or resources most
often related to life skills.

Rapid re-housing – Assisting homeless households
return to permanent housing as soon as possible
while reducing the length of time people remain in
homeless shelters.
Substandard housing – A dwelling that does not meet
local housing and occupancy codes.

U.S. Department of Housing & Urban
Development – The federal agency focused on
community development, homeless assistance, fair
housing, faith-based and neighborhood partnerships,
healthy homes, public housing, rental assistance and
sustainable communities. HUD’s mission is to increase
homeownership, support community development and
increase access to affordable housing free from
discrimination. www.HUD.gov

Permanent housing – Housing that is stable and a place
where a household can reside on a continuous basis and is
not temporary or short-term in nature.
Permanent Supportive Housing – A combination of
affordable housing coupled with supportive services
targeted to persons who are homeless, and/or at-risk of
primary homelessness and also have multiple barriers to
accessing mainstream permanent housing. Permanent
Supportive Housing can vary from a congregate setting
to scattered-site apartments. Supportive services are
optional for the residents.
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